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1. Introduction  

 

This submission responds to the Policy Paper on the Development of a new Single 
Affordable Childcare Scheme (SACS) published by the Department of Children and Youth 
Affairs (DCYA) on 28 October 2016. The Children’s Rights Alliance’s work in this area builds 
upon and continues the legacy of Start Strong. From 2009, Start Strong was an influential 
force in Irish early years’ policy development and advocacy, uniting a coalition of 
supporter organisations and individuals around the goal of advancing high quality care 
and education as a right for all young children in Ireland. Start Strong wound down in 
summer 2016. To continue aspects of Start Strong’s legacy, aspects of their work are being 
continued in the Children’s Rights Alliance, supported with funding from the Katharine 
Howard Foundation, The Atlantic Philanthropies, and the Community Foundation for 
Ireland.  
 

The Children’s Rights Alliance welcomed the proposed Single Affordable Childcare Scheme (SACS) in 
our post-Budget 2017 communications.1 SACS has the potential, dependent on the direction of 
further development and the adequacy of resources invested in it, to provide a coherent foundation 
for multi-annual planning and investment in quality, child-centred Early Childhood Care and 
Education (ECCE) (from here on in called childcare) and school-age childcare provision. The SACS 
could also potentially improve service affordability for parents, support access to childcare services 
for children, and become a vital component of a whole-of-Government approach to ending child 
poverty. 

The Children’s Rights Alliance also welcomes the transparent evidence-based approach taken to 
developing the SACS proposals, and recognises the complexity of the scheme and the challenges its 
development and implementation presents to a small Department with a broad portfolio. 

This submission is laid-out as follows: Section 2 comments on the fundamental principles and 
framework which must underpin and guide the design of the SACS; Section 3 responds directly to the 
proposals in the SACS policy paper2 on determining eligibility for the scheme; Sections 4, 5, 6, 7 and 
8 also respond directly to the paper discussing the assessment of means, scheme administration, 
subsidy levels and prices; costs, and implementation, monitoring and evaluation and future-proofing 
of the scheme.   
  

  

                                                        
1 Children’s Rights Alliance, ‘Investing in Childcare is Investing in Children’ (Children’s Rights Alliance, 13 
October 2016) <http://www.childrensrights.ie/resources/press-release-budget-2017-investing> accessed 29 
October 2016. 
2 Department of Children and Youth Affairs, Policy Paper on the Development of a new Single Affordable 
Childcare Scheme (DCYA October 2016). 
<http://www.dcya.gov.ie/viewdoc.asp?fn=/documents/earlyyears/20161028PolicyPaper.pdf>accessed 28  
October 2016. 
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2.  Design 

 

a. Overall architecture and principles 
 

The Children’s Rights Alliance welcomes the development of a single, transparent national funding 
scheme for early years and school-age childcare services for children aged six-months to 15-years. A 
single funding scheme is a required element to achieve the ‘double dividend’ of quality and 
affordability for children and their parents.3 The difficulties with the current targeted schemes were 
well-documented in the report Future Investment in Early Years and School-Age Care and Education.4 
In particular, it was noted that the lack of a comprehensive public subsidy to pay for childcare in the 
years prior to the Free Preschool Year (FPSY) and for school-age childcare has been a major gap in 
State support for children and families.     

The SACS, as proposed in the DCYA’s policy paper, includes principles and design features that have 
the potential to transform services for children. Importantly, the Children’s Rights Alliance believes 
that early years and school-age childcare services are children’s services rather than services to 
parents or employers. This is an important distinction: it affects the final design of a national 
childcare funding scheme, the targeted beneficiaries, and the outcomes being sought for these 
beneficiaries.  

Childcare services provide both care and education for and with children. Care and education are 
inseparable, in whatever setting they happen.5 Under the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
every child has a right to education.6 The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child interprets the 
right to education during early childhood as beginning at birth and is closely linked to young 
children’s right to maximum development (art. 6.2).7 

The Children’s Rights Alliance recommends that the next SACS design iteration following on from 
the 2016 consultation retains the following key features described in the DCYA’s policy paper: 

• That the scheme’s design includes universal and targeted elements and that the principle of 
progressive universalism is established in early years financing. 

• That the funding design includes a broad range of childcare providers: TUSLA-registered 
childminders, TUSLA-registered school-age childcare providers and childcare centres. 

• The modular basis of the SACS, as this design feature has the potential to provide core funding 
to services, whilst also targeting public funds in support of national policy objectives such as 
equality of opportunity for children, prevention and early intervention for children, family 

                                                        
3 Start Strong, The Double Dividend: Childcare that is high quality and affordable, Policy Brief (Start Strong 
2016) <http://www.startstrong.ie/files/Double_Dividend_Policy_Brief.pdf > accessed 2 December 2016; 
Children’s Rights Alliance, Report Card 2016 (Children’s Rights Alliance 2016). 
4 Inter-Departmental Group on Future Investment in Early Years and School-Age Care and Education, Report of 
Inter-Departmental Working Group: Future Investment in Childcare in Ireland  (Department of Children and 
Youth Affairs 2015) 73 
<http://www.dcya.gov.ie/documents/earlyyears/20150722IDGReportonEarlyYrsInvestmentReport.pdf> 
accessed 7 August 2016. 
5 Nóirín Hayes, Perspectives on the Relationship between Education and Care in Early Childhood: A Research 
Paper (National Council for Curriculum and Assessment 2007). 
6 Convention on the Rights of the Child (20 November 1989) 1577 UNTS 3 (UNCRC) Art 28. 
7 UNCRC ‘General Comment No.7: Implementing child rights in early childhood’ (2006) UN Doc 
CRC/C/G/GC/7/Rev.1 para 28. 
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support, affordability for parents, ensuring child protection and child safety, and service quality 
enhancement.  

• That access for children to a transparent level of childcare subsidy is uncoupled from parental 
employment and training/education status; 

• That public subsidisation is extended to all children from six-months to 15 years, which extends 
eligibility to many children left out of the existing targeted schemes. 

• The proposed ‘wrap-around’ model of funding for children up to age 15 years, which has the 
potential to support childcare affordability for parents, and may lead to less enforced use of 
grandparental care. 

• That the subsidy goes to services rather than to parents, as this design feature provides the State 
with leverage to meet public policy objectives such as ensuring service quality and access.  

• That eligibility is no longer based on the work or training/education/medical card status of the 
parent but is instead based on parental income, extending subsidy eligibility to a greater cohort 
of children. 

• That the income test is based on net rather than gross household income, assisting families 
existing on the cusp of poverty, or who may have little disposable income after meeting 
essential costs such as housing.  

• That eligibility and subsidisation to parents is based on the principle of progressivity, which may 
support the achievement of equality of opportunity for children and families in Ireland, given the 
role of ECCE services in levelling the playing field socially and educationally for children. 

 
While these policy principles and design features are positive, the Children’s Rights Alliance 
considers the demand-side design 8 of the actual subsidy itself to be unsuited to ensuring the 
provision of quality services to children.  The  SACS policy paper suggests (p 22) that SACS is supply-
side funding as subsidies would be paid directly to providers who would pass on those subsidies to 
parents in the form of reduced childcare fees, as opposed to a demand-side funding approach (e.g. 
giving money to parents through an Early Childhood Supplement or tax credits). However, the 
Children’s Rights Alliance suggests that SACS as it is conceived in the DCYA’s policy paper leans more 
towards demand-side financing policy, with the State channelling funding to childcare services based 
on enrolments/attendance using set subsidy rates to support affordability for parents. SACS has a 
supply-side feature, in that the subsidy goes directly to the childcare provider to provide the State 
with leverage to influence providers’ provision as opposed to channelling childcare funding through 
the parents. 

The precise design of an ECCE financing programme matters as it impacts on the extent to which 
service quality and access for children, service affordability for parents, and a stable high-quality 
childcare system providing value for money for the State are actually achieved.9  

The Children’s Rights Alliance’s primary recommendation for change is to alter the basic design of 
the SACS funding model, moving away from the proposed hourly subsidy per child based on 
childcare attendance – an approach that primarily addresses affordability for parents – to a 
capitation model where a realistic fixed subsidy is periodically paid to childcare service providers 
for anticipated services. This approach would still support affordability for parents, but would also 
facilitate access and quality for children, and support sustainability for childcare services.    

                                                        
8 Demand-side financing is the principle of channelling education resources through students and their parents 
or basing school funding on enrolments or attendance; Supply-side financing usually refers to funding inputs 
such as human and material resources based on formal sector planning by technical planners and managers. 
Source: Harry Anthony Patrinos, Demand-side Financing in Education (UNESCO 2007) 1. 
9 Gordon Cleveland and Michael Krashinsky, Financing ECEC Services in OECD Countries (OECD 2003) 
<http://www.oecd.org/edu/school/28123665.pdf Accessed 25 November 2016> 20 accessed 17 November 
2016. 
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The Alliance proposes that a core capitation grant is paid to services, with modular add-on capitation 
available to achieve national policy goals, such as quality enhancement, or meet local needs, for 
example early intervention.  The Free Preschool Year (FPSY) capitation approach has already laid the 
groundwork for this model in Ireland, and it is understood10 that the FPSY subsidy is to be merged 
into the SACS to create a single childcare financing system. Creating the SACS as a capitation-based 
supply-side model from the beginning should support the future integration of childcare financing.  
 
The key rationale for this recommendation is that early years and school-age childcare services are a 
public good, benefiting not just the children receiving them and the parents benefiting from them, 
but wider society and the economy, in the short- and long-term. The financing of ECCE and 
afterschool care requires a secure public funding base that ensures affordability for parents, access 
to services for children, and quality for children.   
 
Evidence suggests that a central feature of demand-side strategies is the inverse relationship 
between quality and affordability.11 White et al (2015) identify, using evaluation evidence from other 
countries that have taken this liberal market approach (US, UK, Canada), a continued tension 
between the goals of increasing supply and increasing quality. An evidence review by the OECD12 
concluded that the most effective way to make early care and education services more affordable – 
while at the same time raising the quality of services – is through supply-side subsidies. Capitation is 
one such approach. 

The SACS paper suggests a number of times (p 30, 113) the desire to avoid unduly interfering in the 
market for childcare.  However, this has already happened; capitation is already used in the Free 
Preschool Year13, with no fees paid by parents, effectively providing a 100 per cent cap on price. The 
challenges created by the introduction of the FPSY relate to the adequacy and design of the 
capitation,14 rather than the basic nature of the model. Indeed, that Early Childhood Ireland’s 
research15 suggests childcare providers are moving away from accommodating children under three-
years-old in favour of more FPSY provision because of the stable nature of the funding suggests that 
the design and stability of public childcare funding does influence their business models.   

If the rationale for adopting a supply- rather than demand-side approach to public subsidisation of 
for-profit and community childcare services is to do with keeping public spending low, we are 
neglecting the evidence16 suggesting the need to invest in services in order to ensure quality for 
children.  Professors Penn and Lloyd17 of the International Centre for the Study of the Mixed 
Economy of Childcare, at the University of East London argue that, if we in Ireland retain the market 

                                                        
10 Bernie McNally, Presentation at Department of Children and Youth Affairs’ Open Policy Debate on National 
Early Years Strategy, 7 December 2016.  
11 Linda White, Susan Prentice, and Michal Perlman, ‘The evidence base for early childhood education and care 
programme investment: what we know, what we don’t know’ (2015) 11 (4) Evidence & Policy 529. 
12 OECD (2006), cited in Start Strong (2014) The Double Dividend: Childcare that is high quality and affordable, 
Policy Brief, <http://www.startstrong.ie/files/Double_Dividend_Policy_Brief.pdf > accessed 10 November 
2016. 
13 Start Strong, Childcare: Business or Profession? (Start Strong 2015) 8. 
14 Early Childhood Ireland, Doing the Sums: The Real Cost of Providing Childcare (ECI 2016); Susan Brockelsby, 
Breaking Point (Cork City Childcare Committee & South Dublin Childcare Committee 2016) 
<http://longfordchildcare.ie/breaking-point-report/ > accessed 25 November 2016. 
15 Early Childhood Ireland, Doing the Sums: The Real Cost of Providing Childcare (ECI 2016). 
16 Start Strong, Childcare: Business or Profession? (Start Strong 2014) 
17 ibid 
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approach to our childcare model, we can only ensure quality for children through stronger public 
involvement, with a reformed and robust regulation and inspection system, a much higher level of 
public investment, and a professionalised workforce.   

The Children’s Rights Alliance notes that the proposed method for supporting parental affordability 
of school-age childcare services using primary and secondary school buildings is not part of the SACS, 
with schools instead to receive an as yet unspecified sum as capitation, in line with the capitation 
per child method of funding public education in Ireland. The Alliance recommends that a similar 
approach be taken to the SACS design for private and community childcare providers. 

 Recommendations: 

• Retain the listed key principles and design features in the next SACS design stage. 
• Consider alternative financing options, specifically a capitation model consisting of a core 

grant, and additional grant modules to progress specific policy objectives.  
 

b. Affordability 

Irish research18 attests to childcare and school-age care unaffordability for parents. The European 
Commission’s 2016 Country Specific Report expressed concern that as a percentage of wages, net 
childcare costs in Ireland are among the highest in the European Union. In fact they are the second 
highest for couples and the highest for single parents.19 The UN Convention on the Rights of the 
Child provides that States must provide appropriate  assistance to parents and guardians in the 
performance of their child-rearing responsibilities 20 and should ‘take all appropriate measures to 
ensure that children of working parents have the right to benefit from childcare services and 
facilities for which they are eligible’.21 The Children’s Rights Alliance is supportive of policy measures 
that assist parents in child-rearing and help parents and guardians ensure an adequate standard of 
living for their children. 

The Irish Government committed to a child poverty reduction target in Better Outcomes, Brighter 
Futures: The National Policy Framework for Children 2014-2020, to lift 97,000 children out of 
consistent poverty by 2020. The policy commits the Departments of Children and Youth Affairs, 
Social Protection, Jobs Enterprise and Innovation, and Public Expenditure and Reform to tackle child 
poverty by removing barriers to employment through increasing the affordability of quality and 
accessible childcare and after-school services, meeting EU childcare targets and encouraging flexible 
working arrangements.22 

  

                                                        
18 Irish Congress of Trade Unions, Who Cares? Report on Childcare Costs and Practices in Ireland (ICTU 2016).  
19 Council of the European Union, ‘Recommendation for a COUNCIL RECOMMENDATION on the 2016 national 
reform programme of Ireland and delivering a Council opinion on the 2016 stability programme of Ireland’ 
COM(2016) 328 final p7. 
20 Convention on the Rights of the Child (20 November 1989) 1577 UNTS 3 (UNCRC) Art 18(2) and (3). 
21 ibid para 20.  
22 Department of Children and Youth Affairs, Better Outcomes Brighter Futures: The National Policy Framework 
for Children and Young People 2014-2020 (Department of Children and Youth Affairs 2014) p 23). 



8 Children’s Rights Alliance (2017) Submission to the DCYA on the development of a Single Affordable Childcare 
Scheme 

 

That progressivity, i.e., that childcare subsidy is paid to parents on higher incomes at a lower rate 
and to parents on lower incomes at a higher rate, is a central principle in SACS design is welcome.  
The Children’s Rights Alliance’s vision for SACS in its final design and implementation is that it plays a 
decisive role in Irish anti-poverty policy for children and families. Positive SACS design features in 
this regard include:  

• That the approach taken to the net income threshold for SACS eligibility results in families in 
the bottom fifth income deciles being eligible for varying levels of targeted subsidy and that 
those earning below the lower income threshold will receive the full subsidy.  

• The specific targeting of families living below the income poverty line and their eligibility for 
the highest rate of subsidy.  

• The low taper rate approach to subsidy that supports affordability while also reducing 
welfare and poverty traps. 

• That the children in low- and middle-income families currently not eligible for the Childcare 
Subvention Scheme (CCS) and the Training and Employment Childcare Education 
Programmes (TEC) would be eligible under the proposed SACS. 

• Those parents eligible for the CCS payment will receive a higher level of subsidisation under 
the SACS. 

 

Additionally, that the proposed higher net income threshold (€47,000-€55,000) could include the so-
called ‘squeezed middle’, estimated as households with gross income of between €27,000 and 
€59,000 per annum.23  Providing a level of subsidy for children in these families may support families 
with low disposable (net) income after housing and other costs who find high childcare costs to be a 
struggle, particularly when they have more than one child.24   

Overall, if these key eligibility features in the SACS policy paper are realised, the scheme could be 
successful in meeting its aims to contribute to reducing child poverty, and supporting labour market 
activation (p. 4). The 15-hours per week basic subsidy envisaged in the SACS paper could provide 
access to services to children who previously were not eligible under the current targeted funding 
schemes given their very specific parental training and employment criteria requirements. 

The wraparound nature of the funding proposal may also support affordability as children in the 
FPSY whose parents may be paying for registered care out-of-term time would now receive some 
level of subsidy for that time. Similarly, those parents paying for afterschool may now find their 
outgoings reduced when using a TUSLA-registered provider. 

However, there is no guarantee of affordability within the SACS as proposed. Such a guarantee 
would require design features such as price caps for parents. While the policy paper suggests that 
price caps may be considered at a later date, the low level of subsidy being offered in the policy 
paper relative to the current costs,25 and the desire expressed in the paper to allow the market to 
reach an optimum price, suggests that affordability for parents is not a given outcome.  The Alliance 
suggests that the only way affordability for parents is attainable is through the introduction of price 
caps and a realistic subsidisation by the State paid directly to services.  If this does not happen 
affordability can only be achievable if quality for children and sustainability for services is sacrificed.   

  
                                                        
23 Tom Healy ‘The ‘Squeezed Middle’? (NERI, 6 October 2016) 
<http://www.nerinstitute.net/blog/2016/10/06/the-squeezed-middle/ > accessed 10 October 2016. 
24 Vincentian Partnership for Social Justice, Minimum Income Standard and the Cost of Childcare (VPSJ 2015). 
25 Early Childhood Ireland, Doing the Sums: The Real Cost of Providing Childcare (ECI 2016). 
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Recommendations: 

• That SACS maintain strong anti-poverty objectives for children and families in its design to 
progress Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures’ commitments to tackle child poverty.   

• That the proposed model of subsidisation be altered to support affordability, quality and 
sustainability. 

 

c. Quality 
 

In its General Comment on implementing children’s rights in early years, the UN Committee on the 
Rights of the Child has called on States to ensure that the institutions, services and facilities 
responsible for early childhood conform to quality standards.26 The child’s experiences within 
services are crucial to their well-being. Quality needs to be supported and assured so that childcare 
services can deliver positive child outcomes as research evidence demonstrates they can.  We know 
from countless research reports that good outcomes only come from quality, and that poor quality 
can do harm.27 While the SACS paper indicates (p. 4) that positive child development outcomes and 
improved childcare service quality are SACS aims, the mechanisms described in the paper through 
which these objectives can be achieved are not as strong as they need to be to realise children’s 
right to quality childcare services.   

States should take all appropriate legislative, administrative, social and educational measures to 
protect the child from all forms of physical or mental violence, injury or abuse, neglect or negligent 
treatment, maltreatment or exploitation while in childcare services. Young and older children are 
entitled to special protection measures under Article 19 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the 
Child.28  Protective measures should include effective procedures for prevention and for 
identification, reporting, referral, investigation, treatment and follow-up of instances of child 
maltreatment, and, as appropriate, for judicial involvement. From this perspective, that only Tusla-
registered services can receive SACS is welcomed by the Children’s Rights Alliance: it means that the 
childcare centres and a small number of childminders29 receiving public monies are accountable to 
children and to the State and are inspected by Tusla under the Child Care Act 1991 (Early Years 
Services) Regulations 2016.30 This means that child safety, health and protection is regulated and 
inspected, as are structural quality elements, like child-to-staff ratios and physical environments.   

                                                        
26 UNCRC ‘General Comment No.7: Implementing child rights in early childhood’ (2006) UN Doc 
CRC/C/G/GC/7/Rev.1 para 23. 
27 Start Strong, Children 2020 (Start Strong 2010) 11; Mary Moloney, ‘Locating Quality in Early Childhood Care 
and Education Discourse in Ireland: Pre-school and Infant Classrooms as a Crucible for Learning and 
Development ‘ (PhD thesis, University of Limerick 2011) 10 
<https://dspace.mic.ul.ie/bitstream/handle/10395/1928/Moloney,%20M.(2011),Locating%20Quality%20in%2
0Early%20Childhood%20Care%20and%20Education%20Discourse%20in%20Ireland%3A%20Pre-
school%20and%20Infant%20Classrooms%20as%20a%20Crucible%20for%20Learning%20and%20Development
(PhD%20Thesis).pdf?sequence=2&isAllowed=y > accessed 8 December 2016.   
28 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, ‘General Comment No.7: Implementing child rights in early 
childhood’ (2006) UN Doc CRC/C/G/GC/7/Rev.1 para 14. 
29 According to Tusla, Annual Report 2015 of Tusla - Child and Family Agency’s Early Years Inspectorate, (Tusla 
2016) 19, there are only 156 Tusla-registered childminding services in Ireland. There may be up 19,000 
childminders in Ireland caring for up to 50,000 children (Start Strong, Childminders – Regulation and 
Recognition (Start Strong 2012) <http://www.childrensrights.ie/resources/start-strong-childminding-
regulation-and> accessed 20 November 2016 
30 Child Care Act 1991 (Early Years Services) Regulations 2016, S.I. No. 221 of 2016  
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A challenge in implementing SACS is that the Child Care Act 1991 (Early Years Services) Regulations 
2016 do not apply to children’s services beyond children’s early years31 or to the majority of 
childminders who are not obliged to register with Tusla under the Regulations.  Therefore, only 
parents using centre-based childcare services for children’s will be assisted with affordability in the 
main. The Children’s Rights Alliance understands that the restriction will be problematic in the short-
term.  However, this restriction places an onus on DCYA and TUSLA to ensure that appropriate 
regulations and minimum and quality standards, and the required legislative amendments are 
developed as a matter of priority.  This is very important because tens of thousands of children are 
currently in unregulated and uninspected childminding and out-of-school services in Ireland – it is 
not just an issue of parents’ and childcare services’ access to subsidies. The requirement for a service 
to be registered with Tusla will ultimately lead to an improvement in quality and ensure 
accountability.    

Contractual obligations between the State and free preschool year providers include that the 
services provide an appropriate educational programme for children in the FPSY which adheres to 
the principles of Síolta and Aistear, and they must agree to participate in quality enhancement 
programmes.32 There is no parallel obligation in relation to public monies paid to childcare services 
nationally providing targeted publically-funded childcare and afterschool places to 32,132 children in 
low-income families in 2016. The SACS policy paper does not suggest any contractual obligations on 
quality in return for State monies.  No child should be in a low-quality service. Without in-built 
mechanisms to link resourcing with the incentivisation of quality, there is a risk is that the SACS may 
precipitate a race to the bottom. 

The Children’s Rights Alliance understands that SACS is a vehicle for gradual multi-annual 
investment.  However, quality provision for children has to go hand-in-hand with affordability for 
parents right from the start.  A time-lined resourced action plan should be included in the SACS 
design to enhance quality practice and provision. The receipt of public monies by childcare providers 
should be tied to quality enhancement demands, and eventually, to quality assurance requirements 
that include but go beyond the 2016 Regulations.  

A potential unintended consequence of not including a quality strategy from the beginning within 
the SACS is that it may cement the already emerging two-tier hierarchy in childcare services, with 
tier 1 up to age three  considered as ‘childcare’,  where there are no quality demands on providers 
for public funding and no extra capitation to reward a graduate workforce, and tier 2 as ’preschool’, 
with the FPSY for children aged three-years to school-age supported as the de facto site of quality 
practice and provision in early years provision.   

The State has yet to adequately invest directly in ECCE services in order to deliver on a child’s right to 
quality care and education.  A large-scale implementation structure for Síolta, the ECCE Quality 
Framework, was never resourced by DCYA or Department of Education and Skills (DES).  The first 
national early years’ curriculum Aistear, the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework, has had a 
similar fate.33 The Prevention and Early Intervention Programme (2007-2013) and later the Area 
                                                        
31 There is no national data on the numbers of children in out-of-school services, where or who these children 
are, the services they receive, and from whom they receive them. 
32 Early Childhood Care and Education, Programme General Conditions of Grant Funding Agreement 
(www.dcya.gov.ie, 29 July 2016) <http://www.dcya.gov.ie/documents/ecce-
scheme/20160729ECCEGrantFundingAgreement2016.pdf>  accessed 27 October 2016. 
33 Aistear is the curriculum framework for children from birth to six years in Ireland, published in 2009 and 
developed by the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment. Aistear describes the types of learning that 
are important for children in their early years, and offers ideas and suggestions as to how this learning may be 
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Based Childhood (ABC) Programme (2013-2017) have been key mechanisms to drive quality in the 
early years sector in disadvantaged communities through a mentoring approach. The National 
Childcare Voluntary Organisations have also mentored early years services.  The ABC programmes 
are now due to transition, to be mainstreamed and up-scaled.  What this means in practice for 
quality attainment in areas of disadvantage is as yet unclear. The Alliance welcomes that under the 
Action Plan for Education,34 the DES will fund an additional 50 Siolta mentors, to bring the number 
nationally to 60 posts. We also welcome that Better Start, the national quality service, has recently 
been extended to both full-day and sessional services for children aged 0-6 years. The funding for 
non-contact hours allocated in Budget 2017 is also welcome as it provides childcare centres with 
some of the time required to develop curricula and document quality, rather than, as has been the 
case to date, relying on the goodwill and motivation of practitioners to do this vital work on their 
own time on an unpaid basis. These are all moves in the right direction. 

Leaving it to parents to ‘demand’ quality from services and trusting the market to raise standards, as 
proposed in the SACS policy paper, will not work as an approach as the current variability in quality 
in ECCE suggests.  It privatises early years’ quality attainment.  Canadian economists Cleveland and 
Krashinsky suggest that childcare markets will give to parents the quality they most value.35 They 
suggest that parents do not always have the information on quality that they need for decision-
making because they are inexperienced and may not have bought childcare services before, and 
because markets are decentralised and chaotic.36  Immediate parental goals may not always align 
with what the State demands for its young citizens and residents, e.g., parents may consider quality 
to be about hours of care rather than curriculum or pedagogy, and parents may not want to pay for 
the wider benefits that will accrue to society from improved child outcomes amongst the 
population.  The consumer of the service, the child, cannot readily communicate the quality of the 
care to their parent, with the result that quality is not always immediately apparent to parents.   

This is not to suggest that young children cannot communicate breaches of their rights.  The UN 
Committee on the Rights of the Child notes that respect for the young child’s agency is frequently 
overlooked or rejected as inappropriate on the grounds of age and immaturity. Young children have 
been powerless within their families, and often voiceless and invisible within society.37 Article 12 of 
the UNCRC states that the child has a right to express his or her views freely in all matters affecting 
the child, and to have them taken into account.38 The UNC Committee on the Rights of the Child 
interpret this right as reinforcing the status of the young child as an active participant in the 
promotion, protection and monitoring of their rights. State Parties should create opportunities for 
young children to progressively exercise their rights within their everyday activities in all relevant 
settings, including by providing training in the necessary skills. To achieve the right of participation 
requires adults to adopt a child-centred attitude, listening to young children and respecting their 
dignity and their individual points of view. It also requires adults to show patience and creativity by 

                                                                                                                                                                            
nurtured. Siolta is the national quality framework used with children 0-6 years. It outlines standards of quality 
practice which services should develop.  
34 Department of Education and Skills, Action Plan for Education 2016-2019 (DES 2016). 
35  Gordon Cleveland and Michael Krashinsky, Financing ECEC Services in OECD Countries (OECD 2003) 
<http://www.oecd.org/edu/school/28123665.pdf>  accessed 25 November 2016. 
36 Gordon Cleveland and Michael Krashinsky, Financing ECEC Services in OECD Countries (OECD 2003) 36 
<http://www.oecd.org/edu/school/28123665.pdf>  accessed 25 November 2016 
37 UNCRC ‘General Comment No.7: Implementing child rights in early childhood’ (2006) UN Doc 
CRC/C/G/GC/7/Rev.1 para 14. 
38 Convention on the Rights of the Child (20 November 1989) 1577 UNTS 3 (UNCRC) Art 12. 
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adapting their expectations to a young child’s interests, levels of understanding and preferred ways 
of communicating. 39 

Recommendations 

• Develop a time-lined resourced action plan to enhance quality practice and provision in 
childcare early years settings. The receipt of public monies by providers should be tied to both 
TUSLA registration, and compliance with enhanced quality standards. 

• Ensure that, over time, public subsidy under SACS is increased to enhance quality. 
• Only subsidise childcare services that implement Siolta and Aistear, and, over time, only fund 

those that are measurably improving their quality standards. 
• Develop appropriate proportionate minimum and quality standards for childminding. 
• Develop appropriate minimum and quality standards for school-age care and activities. 
• Fund the required appropriate supports and training to home- and centre-based childcare and 

out-of-school care providers to help them successfully deliver quality services. 
• Develop proportionate and appropriate regulations and legislative amendments so that 

childminders and school-age childcare providers can register with and be regulated by TUSLA. 
• Ensure that the TUSLA Regulations developed for childminding and school-age childcare are 

legislatively-underpinned and provide protection and accountability that is equal in strength 
to the Child Care Act 1991 (Early Years Services) Regulations 2016. 
 
 

3.  Eligibility 

 

a. Universality   
 
The SACS policy paper (p 26) indicates that the scheme will be based on the principle of progressive 
universalism, which means providing a level of support to all families while providing additional 
targeted support to families with lower incomes.  All families using a childcare service will take part 
in the Single Affordable Childcare Scheme, widening participation and removing any potential stigma 
that may attach to families who benefit from the scheme. The Children’s Rights Alliance welcomes 
that the SACS is to be built on the principle of progressive universalism for children and young 
people aged six- months to 15 years. Universal childcare services are recommended by the European 
Commission: 
 

There is clear evidence that universal access to quality Early Childhood Education and Care is 
more beneficial than interventions targeted exclusively at vulnerable groups. Targeting ECEC 
poses problems because it is difficult in practice to identify the target group reliably, it tends 
to stigmatise its beneficiaries and can even lead to segregation at later stages of education. 
Targeted services are also more at risk of cancellation than universal ones.40 

                                                        
39 UNCRC ‘General Comment No.7: Implementing child rights in early childhood’ (2006) UN Doc 
CRC/C/G/GC/7/Rev.1 para 14. 
40 European Commission, Early Childhood Education and Care: Providing All Our Children with the Best Start for 
the World of Tomorrow (COM (2011) 66) 
<http://eurlex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2011:0066:FIN:EN:PDF> accessed 5 November 
2016. 
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The inefficiency and stigma associated with targeted childcare programmes is evident in the U.S.  A 
subsidised childcare system that caters for all children in the same services, rather than exclusively 
targeting funding and childcare places at those deemed ‘poor’, is advocated by educationalists 
Barnett and Freide.41 They note how ineffective targeted childcare schemes are as they presume 
that all children in targeted schemes are poor, and those outside the programme are not, meaning 
that some families shy away from programmes limited to poor families, either to avoid stigma or 
because they worry about negative consequences for their children if the only peers they associate 
with are also poor.   

Judging by the data provided in the SACS paper, children receiving subsidised childcare places under 
the Community Childcare Subvention Scheme (CCS) or the Training and Education Childcare 
Programme (TEC) are primarily in the community childcare sector, with private providers reluctant 
to engage with the paper work associated with public subsidisation, indicating that the current 
childcare schemes may be contributing to undesirable social segregation amongst very young 
children. The SACS should improve this situation as children from different social and economic 
backgrounds will be integrated in the same service, whether private or community, fostering 
inclusivity and avoiding stigma.   

The SACS policy paper proposes two childcare subsidy thresholds for those parents eligible for a 
targeted childcare subsidy (p 38).  Eligibility for a 40 hours per week ‘enhanced subsidy’ is based on 
both parents being in employment/training (in the case of two-parent families), while the 15 hours 
per week ‘standard hours subsidy’ is available when neither or only one parent works.  The 
Children’s Rights Alliance understands that employment activation and retention is the 
Government’s rationale for the two thresholds. The availability of a State childcare subsidy that can 
potentially apply to a childcare place over a 40 hour per week period could incentivise childcare 
providers to supply more full-time childcare, which is required as providers currently favour offering 
sessional and part-time provision,42  which does not suit all parents.      

Working parents want more than non-parental childcare choices to support them nurture and 
educate their children. Providing more child caring choices for parents, which the paper suggests is 
an aim of SACS, should also mean finding ways to help them balance work and family life. There is 
also a rationale from a public financing perspective to ‘strike a balance between parental leave 
policy and Early Childhood Care and Education programmes’ for the youngest children given the 
relatively high costs of infant care due to higher staff-to-child ratios in centre-based care.43 The 
Programme for Partnership Government 2016 commits to significantly increasing parental leave in 
the first year of a child’s life over the next five years.44 While this is beyond the scope of SACS as it is 
primarily designed to make non-parental care affordable, the Children Rights Alliance recommends 
that the forthcoming cross-governmental Early Years Strategy should commit to ensuring 
entitlement to Parental Leave and Benefit to be available to either parent, after the completion of 
the 26 weeks' paid maternity leave for at least the first year of a child’s life.    

  
                                                        
41W. Steven Barnett and Ellen Frede, The Promise of Preschool - Why We Need Early Education for All 
(American Educator Spring 2010) 27 < http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ889144.pdf> accessed 21November 
2016.  
42 Early Childhood Ireland, Doing the Sums: The Real Costs of Childcare (ECI 2016). 
43 Gordon Cleveland and Michael Krashinsky, Financing ECEC Services In OECD Countries (OECD 2003) 45 
<http://www.oecd.org/edu/school/28123665.pdf Accessed 25 November 2016> accessed 25 November 2016. 
44 Department of the Taoiseach, A Programme for A Partnership Government (Department of the Taoiseach 
2016) 132. 
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Recommendations: 

• Retain the universal and targeted aspect of the SACS design. 
• Implement the Programme for Government commitment to significantly increase parental 

leave and offer Parental Benefit in the child’s first year of life over the next five years.  
 
 
b. Income  

 

The SACS paper proposes  using income as the main eligibility criterion determining access to the 
national childcare scheme that is intended to make childcare more affordable with a focus on the 
most disadvantaged families, moving away from the current targeted schemes where a 
work/training test is the primary eligibility requirement (p 27).  Eligibility for SACS is to be 
determined by net income after taxes and other deductions rather than gross income before 
deductions.  The Children’s Rights Alliance welcomes this feature of the Scheme.   

A key challenge to date in child poverty policy in Ireland has been that, generally, eligibility for public 
services has been determined based on gross income (with deductions).  After living costs, including 
childcare, are taken into account, families that were previously not in poverty, can find themselves 
living on low incomes and experiencing deprivation. For low-paid working families, evidence 
indicates that the burden of childcare costs for families with full-time employment at the national 
Minimum Wage does not provide enough income to enable them to meet their basic human 
needs.45  Recent research also indicates that the move from Minimum Wage to the Living Wage is 
effectively ‘taxed away’ for families due to taxes and Universal Social Charge, loss of welfare 
entitlements, and the costs of childcare (particularly when there is more than one child in a 
household) and housing. 46 When living on a low income, childcare costs can make employment an 
uneconomic choice, and can compromise children’s enjoyment of their right to an adequate 
standard of living under the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.  

That the number of children in a family is taken into account in determining the income threshold 
for eligibility is also a welcome feature of the SACS, introducing an element of equity between 
families, and providing some recognition of the costs of a child.     

The Children’s Rights Alliance welcomes the estimated increase in the numbers of young children 
who may gain access to the subsidy under SACS that are not eligible for the CCS and TEC targeted 
schemes.  However, it seems that there will also be ‘losers’ in what is being proposed from 
September 2017 given that fee caps are not currently part of the scheme  As these parents are in 
receipt of social welfare payments, they may not be able to afford the co-payment. Given 
engagement in education/ training is a prerequisite to remain eligible for their social welfare 
payments, some parents will be left in a catch-22 situation if they are not fully supported to ensure 
they can afford childcare costs while also fulfilling their obligation to remain in education or training.       

 

 

                                                        
45 Vincentian Partnership for Social Justice Minimum Income Standard and the Cost of Childcare (VPSJ 2015) 
accessed 2 November 2016. 
46 Vincentian Partnership for Social Justice When the Living Wage in Not Enough (VPSJ 2016). 
<http://www.budgeting.ie/publications/when-the-living-wage-is-not-enough/> accessed 1 December 2016. 
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Recommendation: 

• The DCYA should explore a means of continuing to support the small number of parents in 
training and education for whom the proposed funding model would leave childcare 
prohibitively expensive. 

 
 

     c. Child age 

It is proposed that the SACS scheme will provide a universal subsidy for children aged between six 
months and three years who are availing of registered childcare (p 4).  The Children’s Rights Alliance 
welcomes that, for the first time, a universal childcare subsidy to parents is proposed in Ireland in 
respect of young children aged six-months to three- years. Childcare for young children tends to be 
more expensive for parents and more costly for services to provide than for older children given that 
the child-to-practitioner ratio is higher for this age group under national regulation. 47 

We also welcome that the SACS provides subsidy to cover wraparound services for children aged up 
to 15 years, another transformative element in the financing of children’s services. While this 
development is aimed at working parents in the SACS policy paper, it may also support children to 
access out-of-school activities that are prohibitively expensive for low-income families.  We look 
forward to the School-Age Childcare Action Plan due to be published in early 2017.   

However, the availability of SACS funding for school-age childcare will not in itself ensure that the 
wraparound element happens effectively, safely and in a child-friendly way.  Ensuring consistency in 
the daily transitions between activities and people is central to child wellbeing and requires 
coordinated planning between services,48 as do practicalities like transport between school, home 
and services.   Given the array of potential providers in the private sector, community, and statutory 
sectors, the Children’s Rights Alliance recommends that local plans be formed to facilitate both 
seamless administration (Pobal and local Childcare Committees are important actors), and also 
seamless participation in services from the point of view of the child’s experiences.  Childcare 
providers are given the guidance and resources to plan these transitions in the new funding model.  
There is a leadership and integration role here for the City and County Childcare Committees, Tusla 
Children’s and Young People’s Services Committees and Local Community Development 
Committees. 

We also welcome that the lower age limit of six-months does not apply in cases of children referred 
by TUSLA. A potential role in family support is another reason to support childminders to deliver 
what they are best at: home-based, low-ratio interactions with children.    

Recommendation: 

• Local service providers and stakeholders should be encouraged and resourced to develop local 
service plans that ensure seamless and child-friendly transitions for children between services. 

                                                        
47 Child Care Act 1991 (Early Years Services) Regulations 2016, S.I. No. 221 of 2016 
48Early Head Start National Resource Center, Transition Strategies: Continuity and Change in the Lives of 
Infants and Toddlers,  (Early Head Start National Resource Center n.d.) 
<https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/hs/resources/ECLKC_Bookstore/PDFs/transition_strategies.pdf> accessed 
20 November 2016; Pia Vogler, Gina Crivello and Martin Woodhead,  Early childhood transitions research: A 
review of concepts, theory, and practice, Working Paper 48. (Bernard van Leer Foundation 2008) 
<http://oro.open.ac.uk/16989/1/Vogler_et_al_Transitions_PDF.DAT.pdf> accessed 15 November 2016. 
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Local processes and structures that have been developed by central government to align and 
integrate local service delivery for children and families should be central to this process. 

 
 

d.  The money follows the child & the hourly subsidy rate 
 

The Children’s Rights Alliance supports the principle of the ‘money following the child’ included in 
the SACS. This means that once a parent has been approved for a subsidy, they should be able to 
choose any registered childcare provider, subject to availability, and the subsidy would then be paid 
directly to that provider (p 22).  It may provide the flexibility where a childcare place can be taken by 
more than one child, e.g., where a full time place is given over to two children on a part-time basis, 
or a child leaving a service can be replaced.  The money following the child principle could positively 
facilitate seamless wraparound services provided by early years’ services, afterschool services, out- -
of-school services and formal schools as it could facilitate positive transitions for children between 
different services and environments.  
 
However, the Children’s Rights Alliance foresees unintended and undesirable consequences to the 
proposal to offer services and parents an hourly subsidy rate when combined with the money 
follows the child principle. We understand that the current snapshot window method of 
apportioning public funding is unsatisfactory and imprecise as the snapshot period may not reflect 
actual attendance by the child.  We also understand the DCYA is trying to provide flexibility for 
parents not fully available under the current targeted schemes, where the annual nature of funding 
does not match families’ changing circumstances during the course of the year, with families starting 
and ending jobs or courses at different points. The Community Childcare Subvention has not been 
organised to accommodate fluctuating numbers over the course of a year.49  While the proposed 
hourly subsidy rate, verified to Pobal by the childcare service submitting attendance information in 
‘real-time’ to Pobal’s Programmes Implementation Platform (PIP) may be more precise and 
implementable from the funder’s perspective than the current scenario, the hourly-rate subsidy 
approach is unsustainable for services.  Services require a level of certainty as to the numbers of 
children they cater to and the income that they can generate in order to remain viable. Requiring 
services to input the child’s attendance into the PIP daily/weekly may also create additional 
administration work for the services. A balance is required between being meeting parents’ 
work/training requirements, children’s need for stability, and the needs of services for sustainability 
and to be given a chance to really deliver quality interactions and learning opportunities for children. 
An hourly rate does not provide a balanced approach to achieve these outcomes.       
 
The hourly subsidy approach proposed in the SACS policy paper is not a child-centred approach to 
service development.  It treats childcare services as drop-in services, which very few centres are.  It 
would not be accepted as a means of funding children’s participation in primary school.  The 
approach does not support the medium-term mind-set and the planning time required of services to 
design and implement curricula and to support learning.  In order for children to benefit from early 
years provision they need to engage with their educators and carers over a period of time, where 
the practitioners can extend and enrich children’s learning and develop through play, a process 

                                                        
49 Start Strong, Pre-Budget Submission 2015 (Start Strong July 2014) 3 
<http://www.startstrong.ie/files/Start_Strong_Pre-Budget_Submission_for_2015.pdf> accessed 25 November 
2016. 
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central to Aistear. 50 According to developmental theory, positive child development occurs through 
regular and repeated reciprocal interactions between children and their environment.51  Stability 
and continuity in childcare providers promotes positive interactions between children and caregivers 
and the development of secure attachment relationships.  US research with low- to middle-income 
parents found that long-term instability in childcare arrangements, the use of back-up 
arrangements, and multiplicity are each associated with moderately-sized adverse effects on young 
children’s behaviour at age three, highlighting, for the authors, the importance of ensuring that all 
families with young children have access to stable, high-quality childcare.52 
 
In relation to the principle of the money following the child, not all early years services for children 
experiencing poverty and other adversities, such as parental drug misuse, are funded through 
mainstream DYCA programmes like the FPSY, CCS or TEC.  Some receive funding though a scheme of 
Special Supports from DCYA, and they may also be in receipt of funding from Tusla and other 
agencies like Drugs Task Forces, or the Department of the Environment’s Community Services 
Programme.53 Some of these organisations sit outside of the ABC Programme. The support that 
children receive is often much broader than care and education, tending to be part of a wider family 
support/early intervention programme within a community development context. The Alliance 
considers that the SACS should fit alongside and integrate with other policies and funding 
programmes from other agencies concerned with family support. The principle of the money 
following the child must mean that in practice children experiencing adversity who avail  of services 
for child welfare and early intervention reasons must have access to  the necessary range of 
supports..  This requires local integrated planning through and by Childcare Committees, Children’s 
and Young People’s Services Committees, Tusla and Local Community Development Committees.   
The DCYA and Pobal have a role in leading and resourcing these plans. 
 
The Children’s Rights Alliance disagrees with the potential benefit outlined in the policy paper (p 23), 
that the ‘money follow the child’ approach will ‘increase the responsiveness of public funding to 
parental choice which, in turn, promotes competition between childcare providers with regard to 
the quality of care provided’.  As discussed earlier, the quality of care is not usually an outcome of 
private market provision, and the Alliance is wary of a race to the bottom rather than to the top in 
order to deliver childcare within a low-subsidy environment. The hourly rate proposal presumes that 
staff, if not required by the service because not all children attended on a particular day or week, 
can simply be sent home.  The State should not be effectively encouraging or supporting the use of 
minimum hour contracts in the childcare sector which would be the likely outcome of pursuing this 
particular strategy.  This does not tally with a national policy vision of a quality, child-centred 
children’s services sector, staffed by an increasing professionalised workforce. 

 
Recommendations: 
• In the next design iteration of SACS, consider how to achieve the balance between ‘the money 

follows the child’ principle, the childcare services’ need for clarity on occupancy and cash flow, 

                                                        
50 National Council for Curriculum and Assessment, Aistear: the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework 
Learning and developing through play (NCCA 2008).  
51 Alejandra Ros Pilarza and Heather D. Hill ‘Unstable and Multiple Child Care Arrangements and Young 
Children’s Behavior’ Early Child Res Q. 2014 29 4 471 
52 ibid 
53 Brockelsby, Breaking Point (Cork City Childcare Committee & South Dublin Childcare Committee 2016) 
<http://longfordchildcare.ie/breaking-point-report/ > accessed 25 November 2016. 
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and the child’s need for secure attachment. The Alliance recommends a capitation grant 
approach, which is reported on to Pobal periodically, rather than an hourly rate. 
 

• Ensure that ‘the money follows the child’ principle extends to the funding offered by other 
agencies delivering and financing targeted early years interventions for children in adverse 
family situation, leading to an adequately-resourced integrated, child-centred approach to 
child and family support. 

 
 

e. Children referred through Tusla 
 
The SACS policy paper (p 27) proposes that families referred by Tusla to childcare services for family 
support purposes should receive 100 per cent subsidy and could be eligible for the ‘enhanced 
subsidy’ regardless of the work/training status of parents, i.e.  the child is at the centre of the 
referral.  It is proposed that the DCYA will pay a subsidy towards the cost of the childcare place, with 
Tusla paying the parental contribution.  Based on Tusla’s recommendation, the DCYA would provide 
either an enhanced hours’ subsidy or a standard hours’ subsidy. The Children’s Rights Alliance 
welcomes that the SACS includes the need for family support as an eligibility criterion for the child, 
and that the child’s rights and needs are at the centre of Tusla’s and DCYA’s decision making on 
access to a childcare subsidy. This is one of the strengths of the scheme as proposed – that it is 
flexible enough to channel funding in specific directions to meet specific objectives for children.   
 
While there has been provision for such a subsidy previously (the policy paper identifies that 139 
children currently avail of a 100 per cent subsidy), eligibility and implementation has been ad hoc in 
the absence of a national policy framework.  A recent research report on community childcare 
services in Ireland54 indicates that more children than indicated in the SACS policy paper have been 
referred from Tusla and the Public Health Nurse service to community services in South Dublin and 
Cork alone, indicating that they may not be receiving the 100 per cent subsidy, but are providing the 
service to children anyway.  The same research55 identifies that community childcare services, which 
are more likely than private services to include children experiencing poverty, are not sufficiently 
funded to engage in Tusla’s Prevention, Partnership and Family Support Programme,56 specifically 
the integrated service approach focused on the child at the heart of Meitheal.57  As identified in the 
previous section of this submission, integrated local service plans are required to deliver on the 
wraparound service promise of SACS; this issue is also vital to how the State rolls out its prevention 
and early intervention aims, expressed in Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures: The National Policy 
Framework for Children and Young People 2014-2020.  As the SACS is a comprehensive programme 
applicable to private and community providers, it is possible that more children requiring early 
intervention and being will be referred by Tusla for support through the PPFS Programme, and more 
private for-profit services will find themselves engaging in early intervention on a 100 per cent 

                                                        
54 Susan Brockelsby, Breaking Point (Cork City Childcare Committee & South Dublin Childcare Committee 2016) 
12 <http://longfordchildcare.ie/breaking-point-report/ > accessed 25 November 2016. 
55 Ibid  
56 The Prevention, Partnership and Family Support (PPFS) Programme is a programme of early intervention 
and preventative work which is being undertaken by Tusla from 2015 – 2018- it aims to embed early 
intervention and prevention within Tusla.  The aim of the programme is to prevent risks to children and young 
people arising or escalating through building sustainable intellectual capacity and manpower within Tusla and 
partner organisations to perform early intervention work. The work is funded by The Atlantic Philanthropies. 
57 Meitheal is a National Practice Model and an early intervention, multi-agency response tailored to the needs 
of an individual child or young person. Meitheal is Tusla-led and is part of the PPFS Programme. 
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subsidy basis through SACS.  Therefore, community and private childcare services will require 
funding for and guidance on working with these children and their parents/guardians.  
 
There is a question about which agencies and agents are best placed to refer children to services for 
the full subsidy on the grounds of child welfare or family support.  The SACS policy paper indicates 
that Tusla will be the only referral agency.  The Alliance recommends that Public Health Nurses 
should also be granted powers of referral – they are a key and trusted contact for families in 
communities, particularly in children’s early years. Sometimes when families reach the notice of 
Tusla, the time for prevention has passed and the clock is ticking on early intervention.  Such a policy 
would be more in line with the Programme for Partnership Government commitment to pursue a 
prevention and early intervention approach to funding and planning children’s policy and services.58 
 

Recommendations: 
• DCYA and Tusla should develop a national plan to ensure transparent and consistent decision 

making on access to the child needs-led 100 per cent SACS subsidy. The national plan should 
also indicate where and how early years and school-age childcare fit into Tusla’s early PPFS 
Programme.  

• Include Public Health Nurses in the plan as referral agents to early years’ settings. 
 
 

f. Specific groups of children 
 
The SACS is proposed as a comprehensive single childcare subsidy with standardised eligibility 
criteria and subsidy levels and thresholds. The only specific group of children requiring special 
treatment in relation to eligibility and subsidy mentioned in the SACS policy paper is children 
referred to childcare settings by Tusla. However, there are other groups of children for whom 
accommodation will need to be made in order to ensure that the SACS is not discriminatory: children 
in asylum-seeking families living in Direct Provision centres, and children of undocumented parents. 
 
Article 2 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child applies to all children and provides that 
they should be protected from all forms of discrimination and they should not be treated unfairly.  
The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child specifically identifies young children who may suffer 
the consequences of discrimination against their parents, for example if their parents are refugees 
or asylum-seekers. 59 They assert that States have a responsibility to monitor and combat 
discrimination in whatever forms it takes and wherever it occurs - within families, communities, 
schools or other institutions.  They note that discrimination in access to quality services for young 
children is a particular concern, especially where health, education, welfare and other services are 
not universally available and are provided through a combination of State, private and charitable 
organisations.  The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child encourages States to take actions that 
guarantee that all children have an equal opportunity to benefit from available services.60 

                                                        
58 Department of the Taoiseach, A Programme for A Partnership Government (Department of the Taoiseach 
2016) 5,6 
<http://www.merrionstreet.ie/MerrionStreet/en/ImageLibrary/Programme_for_Partnership_Government.pdf
> accessed 17 November 2016. 
59 UNCRC ‘General Comment No.7: Implementing child rights in early childhood’ (2006) UN Doc 
CRC/C/G/GC/7/Rev.1 para 12. 
60 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, ‘General Comment No.7: Implementing child rights in early 
childhood’ (2006) UN Doc CRC/C/G/GC/7/Rev.1 para 11. 
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The Children’s Rights Alliance recommends that specific targeted measures be put in place for the 
following groups of children: 
 
• Children in Direct Provision centres.  The SACS policy paper does not specifically mention this 

group of children. Children in asylum-seeking families have access to the FPSY.  However, they 
are not eligible for a childcare place under the current targeted childcare schemes – the 
Community Childcare Subvention and the Training and Education Childcare Scheme - as their 
parents are not eligible to work or undertake training/education, and they cannot afford to pay 
for childcare. Their parents receive the weekly Direct Provision payment of €19.10, which is 
inadequate to meet even the subsidised costs anticipated in the SACS.  A Government Working 
Group 61 found that Direct Provision accommodation does not provide a normal family 
environment for raising children and that a prolonged period living in this institutional setting 
can inhibit a child’s healthy growth and development.  The Government Working Group also 
found that the remote locations of children’s and young people’s accommodation can act as a 
barrier to their taking part in after-school activities and the normal leisure activities of their 
friends and peers including trips to the cinema, playing on the local sports team, etc.62   
 
Children in Direct Provision should have access to the SACS regardless of their parents’ legal 
status and ineligibility to work, and be eligible for 100 per cent subsidy given the inadequacy of 
Direct Provision payments to parents.  In November 2016, there were 426 children aged 0-4 
years living in Direct Provision and 514 children aged 5-12 years. The average length of time a 
resident spends in Direct Provision is 33 months with some residents there for seven years or 
more meaning that some children spend all of their early years living in hostel accommodation. 
These children would benefit from access to early years childcare before they go to primary 
school.  It would help them with their English language skills before attending primary school, 
and would also facilitate integration with children in their communities.  Access to school-age 
childcare through the SACS would help older children and young people participate in normal 
leisure activities that are so important for their development and integration.  Given that 
transport will be an issue for this group of children, it is recommended that the funding and 
logistics required to transport the children between the Direct Provision centre, school and the 
school-age childcare facility be included in the SACS. 63 
 

• Children of undocumented parents also have a right to care and education and to access to their 
social rights. 64 They should not be denied access to childcare subsidies based on their parents’ 
legal status. SACS administrative code and legislation should allow, and not prohibit, access to 
the childcare subsidy for this group of children.  A barrier to undocumented parents’ applying for 
SACS is that their parents may not have a PPS number, which will be required to apply for SACS 
and for eligibility to be determined.  Specific measures are required to ensure access to the 
subsidy for this group of children. 

 
 
                                                        
61 Department of Justice and Equality, Working Group to Report to Government on Improvements to the 
Protection Process, including Direct Provision and Supports to Asylum Seekers (DJE 2015) 51, 61.  
62 Ibid 43 
63 Reception and Integration Agency, Monthly Statistics Report November 2016 (RIA 2016) 7 
<http://www.ria.gov.ie/en/RIA/RIA%20Monthly%20Report%2011%20November-
2016.pdf/Files/RIA%20Monthly%20Report%2011%20November-2016.pdf >accessed 6 January 2017. 

64 UNICEF,  Access to Civil, Economic and Social Rights for Children in the Context of Irregular Migration, 
Written Submission - Day of General Discussion Committee on the Rights of the Child, The Rights of all Children 
in the Context of International Migration, Executive Summary (2012) 
<https://www.unicef.org/socialpolicy/files/Access_to_Civil_Economic_and_Social_Rights_for_Children.pdf> 
accessed 27 November 2016. 
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Recommendations: 
• Provide access to SACS to children and young people living in Direct Provision on the same 

basis as other children in Ireland, and provide 100 per cent subsidy to support their 
participation. 

• Provide access to SACS for children of undocumented parents to realise their right to childcare. 
 
 
4.   Assessment of means 

 

The SACS policy paper (pp 41-45) includes a list of income sources to be excluded from assessable 
income when determining whether families are eligible for the universal or the targeted subsidy, 
which is the first step in the eligibility process.  The paper also then lists the income sources that it 
proposes to include in step two of the eligibility determination process to decide the actual amount 
of subsidy a family will receive.  The paper proposes including child maintenance paid by non-
resident parents in both steps.  The rationale for the Children’s Rights Alliance’s recommendations in 
this regard relate to the most recent Irish poverty statistics65 indicating that children living in one-
parent families are twice as likely to be experiencing consistent poverty as two-parent families and 
57 per cent of one-parent families are experiencing basic deprivation.  Separation and divorce are 
life events that increase the poverty risk for parents, particularly mothers, caring for children.66 
 
In relation to allowable deductions in assessing parents’ income to determine whether the family is 
eligible for the universal or targeted subsidy based on their income, the Children’s Rights Alliance 
supports the proposal in the SACS paper that maintenance being paid by a non-resident parent 
should be deductible from their household income as part of the means testing process. However, 
the requirement that only legally enforceable agreements should be deducted is unworkable in 
practice and may not be supportive of joint parenting, which, most of the time, is in the child’s best 
interests. There are a number of families who have come to an amicable agreement regarding child 
maintenance payments, without the need to attend the family court. The requirement to produce a 
court order to prove maintenance paid should be removed from the assessment as it promotes 
unnecessary adversarial action between parents. Alternative documentary evidence could be a 
statutory declaration confirming the agreed payment, and/or statements from financial institutions 
confirming payments made. It also important to note that the existence of a court order does not 
mean that maintenance is actually being paid, as noted in previous DCYA research.67 
 
The Alliance recommends that maintenance from the non-resident parent should not be included in 
the means test to determine the level of targeted subsidy to be received.  Not including child 
maintenance in calculating assessable income for targeted payments would support SACS’s potential 
to reduce child poverty and would support lone parents to enter education or work.   
 
 

                                                        
65 Central Statistics Office, Survey on Income and Living Condition 2014 (CSO 2015).  
66 Evelyn Mahon and Elena Moore, Post-Separation Parenting: A study of separation and divorce agreements 
made in the Family Law Circuit Courts of Ireland and their implications for parent–child contact and family lives 
(Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs 2011). 
67 Evelyn Mahon and Elena Moore, Post-Separation Parenting: A study of separation and divorce agreements 
made in the Family Law Circuit Courts of Ireland and their implications for parent–child contact and family lives 
(Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs 2011). 
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Recommendations: 
• Child maintenance should be included in the allowable deductions for assessing parents’ 

net income for the subsidy.  However, child maintenance should not be included in the 
calculation of assessable income for considering eligibility for targeted payments. 

 
 
5. Administration 

  

a. Application Process for Parents 

The SACS policy paper (p 47) proposes to develop an online web application system through which 
parents will apply for a childcare subsidy. They will set up an online account, through which the 
initial and all subsequent subsidy applications with be made. They will be required to read and agree 
to a data protection statement, authorising the sharing of their personal data with other relevant 
public bodies and agencies, as identified, for information and verification purposes.  It is proposed 
that the online interface will be easy to use and provide timely processing of the application. In 
particular, to assess the means of parents and to determine their eligibility for the subsidy, it is 
proposed: “Where parental income can be verified automatically by means of IT linkages with 
Revenue and the Department of Social Protection, an application will be issued with an automatic 
approval by the online system” (p.48). This suggests that the online system will link 
databases/information from the Department of Revenue and the Department of Social Protection 
and the DCYA for the first time.  

The Children’s Rights Alliance supports the concept of online application. It is helpful to childcare 
services as they should no longer have to support parents through the application process, which 
they currently do; this is onerous on and wasteful of services’ time and human resources.  The online 
system, depending on its eventual design, should be transparent and fast in assessing eligibility and 
the level of subsidy payable. However, the Children’s Rights Alliance believes that more 
consideration needs to be given to linking the databases of Revenue, Department of Social 
Protection (DSP) and the DCYA. Such a proposal may in practice interfere with a child’s right to 
privacy and family’s right to privacy if important safeguards are not put in place.  

The European Convention on Human Rights was given further effect in Irish law via the European 
Convention on Human Rights Act 2003. Section 3(1) of the Act requires, subject to any statutory 
provision or rule of law, that every organ of the State shall perform its functions in a manner 
compatible with the State’s obligations under the Convention provisions. Article 8 of the Convention 
deals with the right to respect for private and family life. It states that:  

1. Everyone has the right to respect for his private and family life, his home and his 
correspondence.  
2. There shall be no interference by a public authority with the exercise of this right except 
such as is in accordance with the law and is necessary in a democratic society in the interests 
of national security, public safety or the economic wellbeing of the country, for the 
prevention of disorder or crime, for the protection of health or morals, or for the protection 
of the rights and freedoms of others. 
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While Article 8(1) does provide a right to respect for privacy, it is clear from 8(2) that this right is 
subject to certain limitations. If an interference with this right happens, the State must consider 
whether it has taken place in accordance with the law, whether it pursues a legitimate aim and is it 
necessary in a democratic society?  

The sharing of data from Revenue, DSP and the DCYA constitutes an interference with the right to 
privacy. The Alliance understands that the sharing of data can have a legitimate aim once data 
protection safeguards have been adopted. However, is such a measure necessary in a democratic 
society? Meaning is there another way to verify this type of information without taking a very 
significant step in combining these databases? It is the experience in other jurisdictions that similar 
processes have led to ‘function creep’, when new technological systems are introduced for one 
function, but end up being used for another, impinging on the right to privacy.68 An example of 
function creep might be where the system designed to facilitate SACS implementation were to be 
used at a later date in a reform of the Child Benefit payment to shift it from a universal  to a means 
tested payment. As a first step the Children’s Rights Alliance asks the Government to consider 
whether alternative means can be used to determine parental means in relation to the scheme. The 
Alliance also recommends that the DCYA should consult with the Irish Human Rights and Equality 
Commission, the Ombudsman for Children and the Data Protection Commissioner on this matter. 
The Data Protection Commissioner in particular has set out clear guidance for the sharing of 
information in the public sector which includes criteria for public bodies to consider such as whether 
the sharing of data is justified, whether there is an explicit legal basis for the sharing of such data 
and recommends that the minimum amount of personal data should be shared.69  

Clearly, much will depend on the success of the design of the portal.  Issues that DYCA and Pobal will 
have to be aware of include the fact that not all households can afford broadband or can access it;70 
also some parents may have literacy issues or cannot use a computer, and will need assistance to 
complete the form. Parents whose first language is not English may also have difficulties. Therefore, 
there will be a need for both paper and online application options. There is also a need to provide a 
designated support to parents to annually fill out the form. As children’s services non-contact time is 
best utilised evaluating and planning for children’s learning in line with Siolta and Aistear, this work 
should be done by another agency. City and County Childcare Committees may be best placed to 
address this issue or alternatively Citizens Information Centres may be useful in providing assistance 
in providing support to complete the relevant application forms.      

b. Review and Appeals 

The Children’s Rights Alliance welcomes that, in the first instance, should an applicant be unhappy 
with the outcome of their application, they can apply for a manual review from Pobal.  We also 
welcome the right of appeal to a Pobal Officer who are independent of the schemes’ administrator 
in Pobal.  The Alliance also welcomes that applicants have the right of appeal to the Office of the 
Ombudsman.  

Recommendations: 
                                                        
68 David Wright, Serge Gutwirth, Michael Friedewald, Paul De Hert, Marc Langheinrich, Anna Moscibroda, 
‘Privacy, trust and policy-making: Challenges and responses ’, Computer Law and Security Review 25 (2009) 69.  
69 Data Protection Commissioner ‘Data Sharing in the Public Sector’ available online at: 
<https://dataprotection.ie/docs/Data-Sharing-in-the-Public-Sector/m/1217.htm> accessed 6 January 2017.  
70 Central Statistics Office, Information Society Statistics (2015) 
<http://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/isshh/informationsocietystatistics-households2015/> 
accessed 27 November 2016. 
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• The DCYA should consult with the Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission and the Data 
Protection Commissioner or the Ombudsman for Children on the privacy implications of 
sharing data under this system. In terms of data protection safeguards that need to be 
introduced, the DCYA should consult in advance with the Data Protection Commissioner. 

• Provide parents with telephone, online, and face-to-face support to help them complete the 
application process. 

 
6.   Childcare service costs & subsidy levels 

 

The Children’s Rights Alliance appreciates the complexity of factors influencing a market price for 
childcare, as detailed in the DCYA’s SACS policy paper (p. 68-79), and appreciates the transparency 
given to illustrating the costs basis underlying the levels of hourly subsidy being offered in the SACS.  

However, it is the view of the Children’s Rights Alliance that the source data on costs should not be 
used as a basis for setting the subsidy as it is uses an unsustainable cost base, mainly due to the low 
level of salary and the working conditions provided to Practitioners. The wage-rate used in the 
proposed ACS model is drawn from Meehan Tully / Early Childhood Ireland (2016), which found that 
the average wage for educators is €10.56 per hour (averaging urban and rural services) and for room 
leaders is €11.02 per hour, giving an average wage of €10.79 across staff working directly with 
children.  As identified earlier, Practitioners are the lynchpin of quality in childcare services.  It is the 
quality of interactions between children and the people nurturing and educating them daily which 
influence positive child development and result in positive experiences for children.  This is why 
quality assurance and enhancement has to be at the core of the SACS from the beginning.  It is going 
to be very difficult to prove to Practitioners that the State values what they do for children if it only 
considers paying them the Minimum Wage, not even the Living Wage. We also show children how 
much we value them through our investment in the people that interact with them every day in 
services. 

That DCYA proposal in the SACS policy paper that subsidies would be payable for only 48 weeks per 
year on the  basis that staff and parents receive four weeks statutory leave is also problematic. 
Parents do not take annual holidays at the same time (excluding key public holidays), and there may 
be a constant need for some level of service, even if it’s not full capacity all of the time, allowing 
services to roster staff while still paying them holiday pay. If the SACS model is designed to support 
affordability for truly wraparound services to support parental employment and children’s access to 
services then the subsidy should be payable to services for more than 48 weeks. Additionally, not 
including early years’ practitioners’ full salaries in the calculation for annual costs, even though they 
are very low, risks compounding already unsatisfactory employment conditions for workers in the 
sector. 

Also, the costs data used to design the SACS subsidy level is from centre-based early years’ settings, 
rather than childminding in the childminder’s home or in out-of-school childcare services. The SACS 
policy paper suggests that the Programme for Government commitment to commission research on 
the costs of provision will be important in setting subsidy levels for all providers going forward. The 
Children’s Rights Alliance agrees that an evidence-based approach is required. However, we 
recommend that an evidence-based high-quality minimum threshold of provision and practice is 
included in the cost base of a reformed model of childcare financing. Otherwise the risk is that the 
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findings of the research could lead to regression in the progress Ireland has already made in the 
professionalisation of the sector and will provide little incentivisation for quality enhancement.  

The extent to which the SACS will provide comfort to parents on affordability will depend on the 
level of subsidy from the State, and the impact of the subsidy on the prices set by services. The 
policy paper is clear that the Government is reluctant to disturb the market process in the childcare 
sector, at least right now. No caps on prices means that parents may not see the full benefit of the 
subsidy should services raise their price to meet their costs, and price caps are a threat to the 
sustainability and quality of services given that the subsidy will not meet their overheads. Given that 
the SACS policy paper proposes that the maximum hourly targeted subsidies would range from 
€3.96 to €5.38, and the parental co-payment from .30c to €12 per week, there will be quite a gap 
between subsidy levels and costs to childcare providers.  

A consequence  of the TUSLA registration restriction on eligible childcare services may be a reduced 
demand for childminders, having a knock-on impact on supply, or parents may not be willing to pay 
the current rate of fees to childminders to make up for the loss of subsidy. The registration 
requirement may also increase demand for centre-based services, and thus raise childcare prices in 
high-demand childcare markets such as Dublin where, Pobal data suggests, there is a shortage of 
childcare places.71   

Ultimately, if the State wishes to cap the price of childcare to parents in order to ensure affordable, 
it will have to invest enough money to both ensure both affordability and quality. 

Recommendations: 

• Ensure that research on the costs of childcare and out of school provision to be commissioned 
by DCYA focuses on the costs of implementing care and education services for children and 
young people age six months to 15 years includes a cost base that delivers high-quality 
childcare.  

• Invest sufficiently to fund a quality, stable early years and school-age childcare system. 
 
 
7.   Implementation, Monitoring and Evaluation, Future Proofing 

 

a. Implementation 
 
The issue of capacity of the early years and afterschool sector to meet the potential extra demand 
created by subsidising child places that were previously unsubsidised is addressed in the paper. We 
note that the SACS policy paper (p 67) suggests that if supply from the market is insufficient, the 
State may have to meet the cost of increasing the supply of regulated places to meet demand and to 
prevent fee inflation.    
 
This approach places a lot of confidence in the market to provide information to the State on the 
demand and need for childcare. Using both a supply-led approach, as happened from 1999-2010, 
and since then a demand-led approach has not ensured that supply and demand have aligned to 
produce the right quantity of childcare places in the right places. Pobal’s Early Years Sector Profile 
2015-2016 indicates that there are pockets of both oversupply and undersupply in the childcare 
                                                        
71 Pobal, Early Years Sector Profile 2015 -2016 (Pobal, 2016) 13. 
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market in Ireland.72  The Children’s Rights Alliance recommends the development of a national plan 
as part of the forthcoming Early Years’ Strategy to correct this supply-demand imbalance to ensure 
universal access childcare provision itself, so that children, and their parents can actually benefit 
from their  entitlement to SACS.  
 
A resourced multi-annual Implementation Plan is required for SACS going forward.  A transparent 
plan, detailing how SACS financing is to evolve (the policy objectives to be pursued and the funding 
to do so) is required, not just to provide guidance to DCYA, DES, TUSLA, NCCA, DPER and Dept. of 
Finance, but also to instil confidence in parents, providers and advocates that the commitments 
made in the policy paper that SACS will deliver a child-centred funding regime that provides 
affordability for parents and sustainability and professionalisation for providers and practitioners, 
and a quality service to children. 
 
Recommendations: 

• Extend the subsidy period beyond 48 weeks to support wrap-around provision and also ensure 
that staff are paid during their statutory annual leave. 

• Develop a national plan to correct the supply-demand imbalance in Ireland early years sector 
to ensure universal access childcare provision itself, so that children can actually benefit from 
the legislative entitlement to SACS. 

• Develop an adequately-resourced Implementation Plan for SACS. 
 

b. Monitoring and Evaluation 

The Children’s Rights Alliance notes that an indicator set is being developed to evaluate the extent to 
which the scheme will deliver on its policy objectives (p. 82).  Given the objectives set out in the 
SACS policy paper it seems that facilitating parental employment and supporting childcare 
affordability for parents are key objectives. It is to be expected that indicators on childcare 
affordability for parents and changes in employment levels due to receipt of the SACS will feature in 
the SACS Monitoring and Evaluation Framework to be developed.   
 
The first section of this paper stated that the Children’s Rights Alliance views early years and school-
age childcare as children’s services.  We do recognise that parents are also beneficiaries, as are the 
services themselves, the communities within which families live, and the wider local and national 
economies. But it is children that participate in the childcare service and interact with it every time 
they attend.  This submission has briefly described how important children’s experiences in childcare 
services are to their well-being in childhood and their future outcomes.  The indicator set to be 
developed to monitor and evaluate SACS needs to include indicators that reflect the extent to which 
positive child well-being and outcomes have been progressed through the SACS.  A rights-based 
approach to indicator development would support DCYA to capture such data, and would also 
support capturing the extent to which SACS is meeting its goals to be comprehensive (which would 
include non-discrimination); the extent to which the voices of children and their parents are heard in 
childcare services and also within local and national agencies that administer and guide SACS’ 
implementation;  the extent to which SACS progresses a child’s right to quality provision, and so on. 

                                                        
72 Pobal, Early Years Sector Profile 2015-2016 (Pobal 2016) 49. 
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A children’s rights-based indicator set has been developed and published by UNICEF in 2010.73  The 
Children’s Rights Alliance recommends that this child-right based approach be adopted to the 
development of the SACS’s Monitoring and Evaluation Framework. 
 
Recommendations 
• Include child-rights based indicators in the Monitoring and Evaluation Framework being 

developed to evaluate SACS. 
 

 

                                                        
73 For further details on right-based indicators for children’s early years see: Early Childhood Rights Indicators 
Group, Manual for Early Childhood Rights Indicators (Manual of the Indicators of General Comment 7*) - A 
Guide for State Parties Reporting to The Committee on the Rights of the Child (UNICEF 2010) 165-177 
http://resourcecentre.savethechildren.se/library/manual-early-childhood-rights-indicators-manual-indicators-
general-comment-7> accessed 11 August 2016. 


